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“Poke Reality” 

So today I want to talk about limitations and possibilities.  It seems a good day to 

talk about these things since we’re going to gather after church for lunch and 

conversations around our Vision 20/20 process, and talk about what your vision 

of the future church looks like.   

When the Session set out on this Vision 20/20 process, we didn’t have any 

preconceived ideas in mind for what the future church should look like, but we 

did know we needed a clearer destination in mind and some sort of roadmap to 

get there.  And now seemed as good a time as any to embark on the process, 

especially since the final capital campaign is behind us, we’ve been blessed with 

newer members the past few years, and we have some resources freed up due to 

recent staff changes.  Plus, we weren’t trying to fix anything.  Life seems good; in 

fact, the first 3 meetings of the Vision 20/20 process has confirmed that.  But as 

Bernie Davis said during the capital campaign last May, when he and Leila talked 

about why they’re supporting the Dare to Dream campaign, our best days are in 

front of us.  I’ve loved it when Bernie said that: Our best days are in front of us.  

And I think that’s true.  So what do we need to do to make that happen?  That’s 

what the process is all about.  Having a vision, opening up possibilities.   

Of course, any talk about possibilities usually includes talk about limitations.  

There’s always someone in the group who brings the dreamers back to reality!  

And we wouldn’t be honest with ourselves if we didn’t say that in any endeavor 

one attempts, there are limitations.  Sometimes there are limitations of context 

or circumstances, or sometimes there are limitations with the people involved.  

But limitations don’t need to be bad.  Limitations can set boundaries, define the 

terms of engagement, and actually promote creativity. 

 

What’s interesting about limitations, though, is that we often set them without 

even knowing it.  And those sorts of limitations can be both unnecessary and 



unhelpful.  Those kind of limitations, the self-imposed kind, closes down 

possibilities and restricts our vision. 

So in order to get at this in a more concrete way, we’re going to take part in an 

exercise.  You can pull out your bulletin and turn to the cover; and we’re going to 

do the 9 dot puzzle, and the point of the 9 dot puzzle is to connect all 9 dots with 

4 straight lines without lifting your pencil and retracing lines.  If you know how to 

do the puzzle please don’t share with your neighbor, instead try to do it with 3 

lines. 

Everyone got it?  You have 6 boxes on the bulletin, but leave one of them empty if 

you don’t solve it in the first 5 boxes. I’ll give you a minute to complete the 

exercise.  

Did anyone who hasn’t done it before figure it out?  (If so, how.  If not, show 

them.) 

What’s interesting about this exercise it how few people think to draw above and 

beyond and refuse to see the outer line of dots as a boundary.   

(You didn’t say we could do that – I didn’t say you couldn’t.) 

 I never said you couldn’t draw outside the lines – or literally outside the box – so 

what makes so many of us stay inside those imaginary lines? 

Well, by evolutionary design we are trained to see patterns; and part of seeing 

patterns is detecting boundaries.  In this exercise, we naturally see a box and put 

lines there and stay within the lines.  And sometimes this is very valuable.  When 

driving a car it’s important to stay within the lines – your lane – to be safe.  When 

we’re checking out a store, it’s common courtesy to keep your place in the line; 

and if there’s not a line but the number of people checking out gets bigger, we 

naturally form a line.  Properties have boundary lines, and these are helpful things 

to have.   

But when you’re trying to solve problems or see possibilities, suddenly those self-

imposed or artificially imposed boundaries aren’t helpful anymore.  The limits 

limit you.   

My hunch is that many of us do the same kind of thing in real life as we did with 

the 9 dot exercise; whether at work, or church, or our community, we assume 



there are limits, boundaries.  And when we do that we restrict possibilities and 

conform to artificial boundaries.  I suspect we do this in relationships, too, 

defining the possibilities ahead of time and not seeing the potential in people 

around us or in ourselves.   

So how do we get around that? 

Well, in order to get around it, we can find some helpful clues in today’s gospel 

lesson about the healing of Simon’s mother-in-law of all things.  Here we have a 

woman who is sick with a fever, which was no small thing back then – a fever 

killed people – who is miraculously healed, freed of what ailed her, and got up 

and lived into the future God had placed before her – which for her was her 

ability to show hospitality to the people in her home.  She didn’t get up and say, 

“Oh I can’t possibly do that because I’ve been lying sick in this bed”, or “Oh I’m 

too feeble and infirm” – or old, or a woman, or any other sorts of other 

limitations she or society placed on her; she didn’t say any of that.  Instead, 

having been healed and freed from that fever, she got up, and for all we know 

looked around and decided nothing was going to stop her from living her life like 

her best days are in front of her. 

You might recall that last week I talked about how Mark wants us to know that 

Jesus came to free us from all the forces that keep us from living the abundant life 

God wants us to live.  That’s Mark’s thesis, which is why Mark begins his book 

with an exorcism and emphasizes all the people Jesus heals and frees from illness 

and possessions to be the person God created them to be.  There are so many 

people set free in Mark’s gospel, even a whole city is set free, as we hear today.  

But once we’re set free, what then?  Because the story doesn’t end there – for 

you see we’re not only set free from things, but we’re also set free for something 

– for a life of purpose and meaning.  Like Simon’s mother-in-law, we’re freed to 

get up and live our lives without the demons on our backs or fevers keeping us 

down that only limit us; God frees us for something, and with God nothing is 

impossible; nothing is off limits.  The only limits we have are the ones we place on 

ourselves.   

You’ve probably heard by now of the Humans of New York campaign everyone’s 

talking about, particularly the middle school student who was interviewed and 

the principal he talked about.  If you haven’t, Humans of New York is the brain 



child of 1 photographer who takes a picture of a random New Yorker and includes 

with that photo something about that person.  Last month he took a picture of 

Vidal, a middle school student at Mott Hall Bridges Academy which is in one of 

the poorest and roughest sections of New York and asked him who influences him 

the most.   

Vidal answered: “My principal, Ms. Lopez.” 

“How has she influenced you?” 

“When we get in trouble, she doesn’t suspend us. She calls us to her office and 

explains to us how society was built down around us. And she tells us that each 

time somebody fails out of school, a new jail cell gets built. And one time she 

made every student stand up, one at a time, and she told each one of us that we 

matter.” 

That answer turned into a social media firestorm that has resulted in a fundraiser 

that has collected more than $1.2 million that will go toward trips to the Harvard 

University campus, summer programs and scholarships for the student of Mott 

Hall Bridges Academy. 

But it started with one woman, a principal, who refused to live with the limits 

society placed on those kids. 

But even the principal was broken, even she started to feel like the demons of 

despair and hopelessness were winning and the possibilities were few and far 

between.  She told Humans of New York: 

“Before all of this happened, I was about to give up. I was broken. I felt like typing 

my resignation. I told my mother: ‘Mom, I don’t think I can do it anymore. 

Because I don’t think my scholars care. And I don’t think they believe in 

themselves enough to care. I’m afraid they don’t think they’re good enough.’ And 

she told me to pray on it. But I told her, ‘I might be too angry to pray.’ And I know 

this is hard to believe, because you guys have never seen me break. But I was 

broken. It’s just like when you see your mom break down. You only see your mom 

cry when she’s been fighting so hard for you and she doesn’t think you care. 

That’s how I felt. But then a couple nights later I was with my daughter at a 

Broadway show, and we were waiting for the show to start, and I started to get all 

these text messages from my teachers and former students. And then I saw 

Vidal’s face pop up on my screen. And my first thought was that something bad 



had happened. Because that’s normally the case around here when someone’s 

photo shows up unexpectedly. And the moment I realized that Vidal had said 

something nice about me, the usher came over and made me turn off my phone. 

When intermission came, my daughter said: ‘Mom, we’ve got to find out what’s 

happening.’ So we went and sat in the car. And I read what Vidal said, and I began 

to read the comments. And tears started coming down my face. Because even 

though I always tell you that you matter, up until that moment, I didn’t feel like I 

mattered.” 

Who knows?  If it hadn’t of been for Vidal, One boy who refused to believe the 

lies and limitations society placed on him, maybe Ms. Lopez would have quit.  And 

who knows what would have happened then?  Maybe the next principal would 

have only drawn inside the box instead of seeing the possibilities that await us 

outside the box. 

Friends, the reason we love stories like these are because they create a sense of 

possibility and potential – of people who beat the odds – and inspire us because 

we hope there story is our story, too. 

But their story is our story because Christ has given us this freedom – has set us 

free from the many things that harass us – fear, loss, despair, insecurity, and all 

manner of things that plague us.  Christ has set us free to live into a future of 

unlimited possibilities because with God nothing is impossible.   

Back in 1995, when Steve Jobs was still alive and had hair and a slimmer wallet, he 

said this in an interview: 

“When you grow up you, tend to get told that the world is the way it is and your 

life is just to live your life inside the world, try not to bash into the walls too much, 

try to have a nice family, have fun, save a little money. That’s a very limited life. 

Life can be much broader, once you discover one simple fact, and that is that 

everything around you that you call life was made up by people that were no 

smarter than you. And you can change it, you can influence it, you can build your 

own things that other people can use. 

Once you learn that, you’ll never be the same again. 



The minute that you understand that you can poke reality and actually something 

will… pop out the other side, that you can change it, you can mold it. That’s 

maybe the most important thing.” 

Friends, dare I suggest that, our mission as a faith community and as individuals is 

to poke reality, to test the boundaries and see which are real and which are 

simply conventional.  Our mission isn’t to stay within the lines – after all, Jesus 

didn’t stay within the lines, so why should we?  Jesus constantly pushed the 

boundaries around him, and seeing that we’re here because we are followers of 

Jesus, we would do well to push them, too, to poke reality and color outside the 

lines, and to believe our vision is only as limited as our imaginations.  Because 

truly our best days are in front of us. 

Amen. 
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